3i8              THE ROMANCE OF EMPIRE

be to establish free trade, without any intercolonial duties,
throughout the Commonwealth. With the consent of the
various States, the colonial railways might also be taken over
by the Federal authority. To put the matter briefly, it may
be said that the Commonwealth would raise Australia to the
rank of a united nation under one Government, with the same
independence under the Crown as was possessed by the
Dominion of Canada. This great Bill fell through at the first
referendum owing to a minority of votes in New South Wales.
At a second referendum, however, in 1899 this colony adopted
the proposals by a substantial majority, and there was no
further political hindrance to a complete federation of
Australia.

Some time necessarily elapsed before the new Common-
wealth could be inaugurated, and meanwhile the war in
South Africa broke out, and absorbed the entire interest ot
the Empire. For the first time in our colonial history the
mother-country called upon her younger nations for assistance
in a great crisis, and for the first time in the history of the
world the meaning of the British Empire was made manifest.
In those dark days when the British army in South Africa
sustained many severe reverses, and when our enemies prophe-
sied the downfall of the Empire, England realized that in her
colonies she had a source of strength hitherto undreamt of,
Blood, after all, is thicker than water, and although in peace
Canada and Australia had seemed occupied entirely with
their own interests, and the links of Empire had seemed very
frail, it was found that, in time of danger to the parent nation,
the colonies were proud to send their sons to uphold the
honour of the flag, eager to cement the bonds of ^Empire with
their best blood.

. Throughout Australia a great wave of patriotic enthusiasm
stirred the hearts of the colonists. The opportunity had at
last come to show that they could send out men as well as
mutton to tUe country from whence they had sprung. From
New South Wales and Victoria, South Australia, West